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In the decade since Emig (1971) characterized lcomposing

research as'"diéheveied," the field.has grown in Soth size and
coherence. On“the one Hand, Ehe focus offsdch research has been
expaﬁ%%ﬂ frog hi?h school writgrs (Emig, 1971; Mkschel, 1274;
Staliard, 1974; MaLsuhasﬁi, 1979) to include element;ry stgzznts
(Graves, 1975; Sawkiﬁs, 1975); college studénts ¢tPiankKo, 1979),
remedial students (Perl, 1979), and adults.(Flowef and Hayes,
1980) .. ’ On the othe{:hand, the tébls available to tesearchers

»

have grown in number and sophistication, increasing the precision
[ v )

with which writers at work may be described. Yet in spite of the

s
‘

widering body 6f research, the picture_of writers has rgmained
.remarkably consistént.’ Whatever their age or ability, writers
usually must struggle with the conflicting constraints .of
generating ideas, t;aqslating those ideas into text, and edi%ing

3

that text into a coherent whole. Even Graves's (1975) Elementary
students [learned to make writing difficult" when the creation of
a final product became important to them. .

&t the gamé_'time that éfiters} processes have drawn
increas&ng~ researph interest, a number of works on the teaching
and learning of writing skills have\suggested means of easing the
process, arguing that all the constraints.facing a writer need
not be met at once.’ AElbow (1973), for ‘example, dismisses the
notion that "to form g good style, the primary rule and condition
is not to express ourselves in language before we thorouéhly know

our meaning" and asserts instead that one éhogld "think of




writing...not .as a way to transmit a message, but as a way to
grow and codk a message.,” Murray (1978) defines writing as a
"precess of using language to discover meaning in experience and

to communicate it" and goes on to state that the "process can be

-
- .

ﬁescribed, #nderstpod, ‘and thérefore learned." Both ofi'these
; .authors Rercéive writing as akprocess that’proceedg in stages--*

stages which’ should be kept separateiif the cognitive systems

employedv in writing are n6£ to become o?erloaded. Meaning must

o . be discovered befofg it -can be co&municated, and writing can be
used to accomplish both ends. 4

Yet to be thoroughly understood--or even properly studied--

-/the composing process must be élaced in its context. Different

writihg tasks and aifferent yriting environments 'may well

encourage different sets of composing strategies. 1In the present

répdr; I wili be examining how one writing environment--that

found in schools--has helped shape the‘baaposing proéesses’of one

group of students, !

Procedures

The data for this study derive from two. sources., The figst

© o
of studeq§s from an academically oriegted high school in the San

Y

is a series of interviews conducted ;Yer 16 months with a sample

Francisco Bay Area,’ The students (20 during the first year with
15. ésntinuing for both years of the study) were originally
cdtégorized by\grade téth and 11lth), sex, and, suecess ag a
writer (more successful% less successful, English as a second
language). . After & extended background integview, each student

met bi-weekly with one member of the research staff. During

. ' 2 | §T\, ’ !%
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A
. these interviews, students were encouraged - to discuss. the wr1t1ng
they had done since the last interview and, more specifically, to
dlSCUSS in detail ~at  least one piece of extended writing.
Researchers typically put questions to the students such as: how

, )
long did you.work on this piece? what;steps did you take 1in

13

completing it? . what gave you the most trouble? what 1nstruct10n\

‘dld you recelve before beglnnlng° what .kind of response d1d you

receive when it was f1n15hed° Each interview was tape-recorded /
for later analysis. In the end, that analysis was based on 294

Separate dlscu551ons of 1nd1v1dual papers or the writing process

N .
N in general,

B

f

~In addition to- meet#ng with researfhers, students wére
encouraged ro save ahd brlng to the interviews all -of their
&{atlng of at 1least paragraph length. These pieces wereq

. .

photocopied-and returned ‘to the students, In all, researchers
collected 603 pieces of writing, representing over 8& ercenF.of
the writing students reported completfng for school an i over 90
percenr of students' self-sponaored writing, ~

When the data collection was completed, both the tape-

recofded interviews and ®the collefted studenf writing werd®

=~ 7 v

analyzed.‘\ The interviews were coded.using a 1l45~item inventory
organized around 15 topics (ﬁ?e compeaing process, the _ .
instructional s%tuation, knowledge‘base, prbblem areas; etc)
~discussed ia the interviewa. Student respdnses were coded as
present or not to each item under each of the . 15 topics. The

mean percentage of response for each item wasf\then calculated

across. students who had discussed the topic--thiﬁ to insure that g
' LS

results were not_ biased toward those students who apoke or .wrote ’
. , _ \
‘ . ?, o
! N\
. ) R
> ; L
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the .most. ° ‘ S _ .

Finally,. the collected student writing was coded for

funbtidnr and ”intended hudi%nce‘uéing Agplepee's"(lQSI, 1983)
taxonoﬁxfc The analysisAbéf writing 'quctioé in 'the sample
distinguished among threé genenaI‘uses of extended writing: 1)
Imaginativé writing, or weiting within one qf the several

litera&y denres. 2) Pe;songl writing, that is, writing' that

takes ‘ﬁor' granted a context of shared, personal’ concerns,
fexploring'ideas rather than formally defining gr argying for them

-and 3), Informational writing, or @;iting whose purpose is to

share information or opinions with anbther. Such writing may be

subcategorized by 1levels.of abstraction, moving from a direct

3
report Qf events through summary, - analysis. and theoretical
- / s .
argumentation. ! NP
]
The ‘analysis of intended audience distinguished among - 4

t

possible readers for student writing: 1) Self, thatﬁis; writing

intended primarily for the students' own use. Examples might

- include class notes as well as personal journals or, diaries 2).

Teacher, as part of an instructional dialogue. Here, the writer
;sgqmes that .thé reader will support and advise rather than

evaluate the effort_ﬁfgf Teacher as examiner, in which the writer

assumes that the reader's response will i volve\an ‘evaluation of

tne performance, and 4) Wider audience, in whlich the writer

assumes that he or she has something of value t share in a

context lafgér than the classroom. 7

Ny
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Students' Reports on Their Writing Indiguction .
As reported in Appiebee‘(1983), the largeet pefeentage of
the writing .our.\case stqay studeﬁts produceh for,mséhool 'was
- informatiohal ip ~funetion, and most of that was 1ihited to
summarizing or analyzing informat;on drawn from  textbooks"® or
\ _ teachers"' pveEentations.‘ ‘This pattern held a%ross‘gotﬁ grade
levels and ability groupings, ‘aIthough poorer wrlters' work
"+ showed more variation (78 percent 1nformat10nal versus 91 percent

for better writers and 98,percent for ESL writers). Given' the

- widespread use of such highly specific writing tasks, oge might

student reports on fthe writing instruction they received

“ . . -~
produce a piece of writing assigned was limited--if it took“place

\ , .

)

Student interviews were coded forAdescriptions of class

discussion that took place as writing assignments were made.
. &

\ P
Table 1 presents the average results ior 15 students in the 96

interviews 1in swhich such discussions were mentloned. Some 22

percent” of the time. students reported that discussions focussed

time discussions focussed on appropriate. form. Audience and

. N P
evaluation criteria were méntioned less often. Only 27 percent
of -the tlme d1d students report a teacher sponsored pre-wrltlng

act1v1ty as part of the1r pPreparation for writing.

Individual students' responses to the lack of more specific

ol ':u“ . . [ K

expect that students would be well-schooled in their use. Yet
indicated the contrarw: -in man case instruction on how to
rary y casesy i )

,at alls~to a description of the findl form the piece was to take.

‘on content that should be included; another 27 percent of the
1 .
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. . ,Tab&§”fT‘Student Reports'of Classroom Discussion

¢

i LTopics Discusséd Mean Percent’ A )
- ‘ . /
. Content - 22.0
S \ ’ -
R oy
. Form , , 27.2 : §
L . ) LI LI ""' :
Evaluation Criteria 10.4 ! | .
Audience 0.9 . o Ei
References T 3.7 ", | )
» "
Pre-writing Exercises 27.2 IR
. | ] 4 : : .
N= 15 students discussing 96 papers L
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'instruction Qpék a variety of‘forms, _ Bill, for example, an 1lth

v

. ' grader classified ‘as a better writer, repbrtea~ that the
' instruction took place a long time agoa further efforts were
-unnecessary. "Everyone knows how to do it, so they don't have to

7 4 i

. . A3 Rl
te%l you anything." On the other .hand, Jan, a 9th grader

classified as a poorer writer,’ was pleased«to have received a .

mimeographed sheet from her English teacher entitled."The Instant N
' , : . ~ . *
Essay Success Formulaa""Basically, the "formula" outlined the

. dimensions of the five-paragraph essay: write a.blearly Stated

thesis in the first. paragraph (usually in the last sentenc f - B

IS

prove that  thesis in ' the body of, the paper (uéhally three
» 7

paragraphs long), and then'prov'de a conclusion,
P o ) ‘ N

- ] Other students discussed what ey already knew about school

T wfiting, stressinq always the form“that\WETting was Eo‘,take.
. x N Q

Margery, for egample, told us during her elevgntﬁ grade year that

h "Paraériphs should be at:Ieast thr;e sentences long and there

shoulg-be at\least threg pi:;graphs ih an esséy. Be sure to have °

‘ - é beginning, a middle, and an end;%\ Emily, another 1l1lth grader,
was one of several students to mention "the funnel" when writing

A

for English:

-~ 7
5 -

-~

The top of the funnel...you have to open it with a very
broad statement. Then you/have to narrow it down a #
little bit, generatly mentioning at this point the
author and the book. And then the third (sentence) is
~  the thesis statement. Then you...there are the three

) paragraphs. Three paragraphs to~back up what {ou said
in the first paragraph. That's the straight part of
the “funnel. Then you start out with a fairly narrow
thing and recap what you said. They never say exacikly
what they want in the summary. All of my English:
teachers have told me th}s. Five paragraph essays....
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Each of these }ep@rts--especially the last--is striking in
. ’

"the specificity with which students can describe the form their
Sond

. N ‘ :
writing is to take. The shape of the uct--even to~ the

: x,
precise nuflber of séntences per paragraph and paragraphs per

essay--has . been made clear to them. What remains unclear,

«

however, 1is the motivation for the form. Emily, for example,

N -

went on to describe her frustratlon wath the. conclus1on of essays-_

. - ®
" Every teacher seems to want a recap of what I've just
written...which I think is "stupid...I don' Ykhink you « - .

need .2 summary.  Unless I'm arguing for 50
I could see the need, but not for a little {
paragraph essay. It's dumb, 'it's redundant,iand it's
really ridiculous. Ana a waste- of time.

produc1ng it. Moreover, ‘she--like other students 1n’the sample--"

did not report receiving 1nstructlon.on how to Lproduce it.

4 N - %o .

-Instead, she has been given an organizational model' into which.

she must slot whatever inzorméflon is requ1red for thfﬁgask. The
unexpiaineé constraints f the form are clearly causi *vher some
frpstration. o - N ' R

There ‘was more ‘evidence of instruction after ¥ students’

writing had been completed--in the form of grades and ‘omments-—

than there was 'before. Yet both student reports : the

the paper. in question and rather unspe01f1c about how
could 1ncorporate improvements into their next effort Students'
c0mments on teachers' responses are presented in table 2 .

In general, students wer rarely impressed jby the .

gelpfulness of their teaphers' comments., They'were more lékely to

\ ' N . ’ 3
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‘Table’ 2, Student Reports on Teacher CommeMi¥s “{y’ ’ °
' * Mean Percent of Papers : oL 'f
. * Batter Poorer ESL . -4}
., Writers "Writers * Students ,0 -~ . o
Grading Helpful S VOV R 23.7 15,6 - -~
] . . ﬂ . L
', Student’ Pleédsed . . .
- with Evaluation 31.3 26.5 12.4
» ! P
Papers discussed 38 25 33
Number of students 5 ,' " . 6 4
) N Social ,
English Studies ESL
Grading Helpful 21.8 2.1 12,7
Student Pleased - : ’
with. Evaluation 21.2 32.0 13.5
. Papers discussed 56 22 11
Number of students 15 15 4
\‘ _ ‘
P
. ) Al
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‘make . such reports about their English papers thaﬁ‘about'$papers
. 3 _ n - papg

- A , N . ) .
_from sQcial science or ESL classes. Poorer writers, on the other

“hand, were more llkely than better or ESL wr1ters to make such,

» “ ane e - e . , . N \

L. reports. Not surpr1s1ngly, better wrlters more often reported

1

be1ng pleased w1th a teacher's evaluat;onh, but not by a very ’

~
.

large margin. . f, - o ’ . -

‘e The"relatively small number of Studen - ‘mentioning helpful
d

teacher éomménts can perhaps be. expla1
» ¢

sample of those comments. ‘Larry, for-.example,' classified as g

] by examining a small
'7 -

© poorer '9th grade writer,'.receiyed a grade and the following on

one of his English essays: "You have some good 1deas, bpt you

L s need to He more careful about your word chbice and yourisentence
‘prgcise in vocabulary as possible;" '

. . It is digficult to see how Larry, or any other studeﬂi}
could make usé of Quﬂfadvice. First, he has notfbeen’told,which
of his ideas are goode-or why they are good The' remark " may
simply be a buffer protect1ng Lapry from the ne&%tlve remarks
whlch follow. Secona,_ he has been told to make his ,sentenqes
grammatically correct, iyet unless Larry was trying to- make 'his

¢

mastered some of the sentence forms attempted -Should fe avoid
L. . >

them in the future? Third, , he has been told. to: be "prec1se" in

his choice of vocabulary, but the suggestion is:itself'imprecise
' in indicating Athich words need clarification. =~ The productlon of

!' . proper _ and /varied sentences conta1n1ng an 1ntelllgent choice of

‘"‘? ) o. . .-
N words 1is /task at which even the besé writers sometimes fail.

B
- £

10

“structure, Make your sentences grammatically correct and as’
. o oW

sentences - incorrect, it is probably the case that “he has not-

A




dTelllng 'ﬁarry td do-something Without showing him how to do it
Seems-unhelpful"at best. %;;”* ‘1 | ‘
,\ When teachers' commentsx were more ipe01f1c, they were
sdnétlmes 1nsen51t1ve to the wrltlng-ln question. ] Emily, feor
example, ;ecexved a grade and the following pieces of advice in
resphnsefto a story she‘had written fotlan eleventh grade English

\ . . .-

class\

l) "Avoid ‘so' as a conjunction." (Emily's sentence
read, "The rain pelted down hard against the window
3 ‘- that night so my°companion Sherlock Holmes and I were
% . surpﬁnsed to hear a knocking at the door.")

.. 2) "Avoid beginning a sentence with ‘but'." -(Here,
Emily's prose ran, "Without a word, he took off his
overcoat and galoshes. But when he took off his hat,
his beard went with it, revealing light blond hair and
a young slim face.") -

' © 3) "Use a more- exact word (for ‘ass')." (Emily had
i written, as part of a dialogue, "And he's such a°

4 complete ass, always telling lies about people. He
oy said that he had our father's ble551ng for the
marrlage, the bloody liar.")

In each of these cases, the teacher had applied a rule where the

rule could be more properly finessed--especially in a short story

where  a wider 1latitude of éxpression can be assumed. Emily'

responded with "why not?" to each of the comments. She did not

mundetstand the reason for'the rule cited, and more importantly,

her own readlng had glven her a sense of what was right in the

\ 4
appropriate than her teacher's.

Finally, teachers' comments in the sample often movedvbeyond

adv1ce to an actual re-shaplng of the students? sentences. Lynn,

~an ESL student, recelved the response illustrated in flgure 1l to

situation. In this case,. her Judgement was ‘arquably more:




"a paper for hgf English class. The strdtegy employed he;e--
ﬁodeiling corrections for Lynn to follow--might have been helpful
if Lynn had been given more ghidance.on-hoy to follow the model.
But that guidance was absent. The researcher working with Lynn
reported that' "The teacher turned back this paper with the first
paragraph only corrected for graﬁmar mistakes. She téld Lynn
th&t she didn't understand what Lyhn was talking about aﬁd told
"her to fix the~grammat throughfout the paper." Again, insttuction
in how Lynn is to "fix" the grammar remains vague at best. She
gs clearly having ttouble‘expressing herself in English, but ié
is aifficult to see how the teacher has helped matters. In this
case, Lynn visited an ESL tutor who hel?ed her corr;ct the
mistakes, basically by re-writing the paper with her. Unless the
principles behind the re-writing are made clear, however, Lynn's
future work is likely to be just as problem-ridden as this was. .

The post-ho¢ instruction that students received on their
writing, then, §o£etimes seemed - less than helpful. As the
egamples‘ show, teachers' comments tended to ' focus on form--
especi;lly dt the word and sentence Ievel-—without providing
guidance as to how or why a more appropriate form was to be
achieved. _

Taken together with- the limited functions their schodl
writing was to serve, thzfe responses suggest that our students

]

had very few optiong aviailable to them when they wrote for

R
school. They shaped their messages within a narrow range of
purposes and within rathern severe formal constraints. When they
moved dutside of these copstraints, they were corrected, but .they

R

12
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.rarely reported receivina instruction about the processes they

N

were to_ employ in writing., - They were giveg a rather austere
picture of what writing was to look like in t;nished form, but
little direction as to what steps they might take to achieve it.
The effect such instructional patterns canlﬁave on students'
attitudes and wiiting processes will be discussed in the

follow1ng sections.

Mmmem_mzéf

What were students' attltudes toward the writing tasks they
were assigned in school? Were these attitudes con51stent across
students or did some report a higher level of engagement then
othere? What factors affected students attitudes most Clearly?

3 Stﬁdents' discussions of particular papérs were rated for
the extent ef their involvmédt .in the writing task. Results are
presented in table 3.. Better writers were evenly divided in their
attitude toward school writiﬂg,‘ while ESL students were most
likely to express a perfunctory‘attitude. Poorer writers, on
‘the other hand, repotted a higher level of inwolvement for some
82 percent of the papers they discussed. These results may be
' partially expléined;by,reference to the wider variety of purposes
for which poorer students wrote, ‘

One of the factors strongly affecting our etudents'
attitudes toward school writing may have been the audience for
whom, they were writing,. As'reported in Applebeeb(1983), some 66
percent of our students"writing was addressed to the teacher as

)

examiner, While there was some variation across subjects and

achievement  levels--with poorer writers again showing more

13




Table 3. Student ﬁeéorts of Attitudes Toward Specific

- Writing Tasks
Mean Percent >
- Perfunctory Involved Papers Students

Better Writers 52,1 47.8 35 5

Poorer Writers 17.7 82.3 25 6
‘ *

ESL Students 76.1 23.8 f@ . 4
e .

/ '
) -3
- ’ k )

TR /
16
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.latitude--our students' sense that they were to be judged for the

+

quality of their *written products informed may of their reports.

One can hypotheSize that the effect -of a judgmental audience

for student writing would be to displacé student interest in the

task itself with an interest in the teacher's resporse to the

finished product. Individual reports fromistudents appear to
bear thisvout. Bill, a 9th grader_Fiassified as a better writer,
explained tnat, for him, writing is a "mﬁndane" activity . whose
major purpose is to teach “discip;ine.% He asserted that to get

- . t . ‘ .
a goﬁg grade on an assignment, vne must use "nice sounding words"

and ' "nice sentences" and that one should use "concise,

descriptive words, but not run on and on. You must relate to the
thesis." Donna, an 1lth grader also classified as a better
writer, described her pleasure in getq%ng a good grade on . an

assignment because “It was longer than one page, which was the

minimum, And I put effort into it...nothing major, but a little

bit, And it had a lot of 1nformation, which is what (the .

teacher) wanted." .
In both of these&axamples, students appear to,bedfistancing
themselves from the writing tdsk, focusing on surface

("nice sounding words" and .. "nice sentences") and atmost

exclusively on  teacher expectations ("...it had a 1lot of

information, whicn%Qis what [the teaoher] wanted"). They reveal
both the perfunctory attitude expressed by some of the better
writers in the sample--and its cause. When students had to shape
their message constantly to fit the expectations of an examining

audience, then whatever interest they had in the message

eventually gave way to the details of its presentation.

15

details
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The somewhat cynical attitudes expressed by better writers
wheén writing for the teacher as examiner had their counterpart
among. the poorer writers‘ when they were asked to undertaLe
51mfﬁar tasks., Terri, a 9th grader, p01nted out that "The thlngs
I @ead are 'more like journal wrltlng...you know, honest, (When
you write for Sbhool) you want to make it-sound good to get a
good grade, but you-don't really mean. it," )

Some of the poorer writers; attitudes were shaped " by

failure. The 11th grader, Emily:

[
I don't think much of my essays. I don't like
them...I don't 1like essays really, I Jjust think
they're kind of a_waste of time..’..Not really that.
I'm really not good at them is what it really is, I
a don't think that logically or somethlng. My logic is
not that logic, , ‘
Whereas Donna cah meet her teacher's specifications--delivering
"more than a page" wiph "a lot of information"--Emily cannot. It
is difficult to see how her sense of failure will enhance her
skills 4s a writer. 1 | |
: o N
The students' sense of audience, then, had a profound effect
' . N
on the attitudes thiy brought to the writing task. Still another
factor influencing those attitudes'was the pressure they felt to
complete the task on time. As reported in Applebee (1983),
students indicated that the majority of their writing assignments
. - ‘
had to be completed within one day--frequently within one «class
period. To examihe the relationships between time COnstralnts
and student attitudes toward writing, students' reports of llklnq
or disliking assignments were compared with the amount of time

s

given to complete the assignments. Table 4’bresents the results,

16
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. Table 4:ajéélationship between Writing Time and Attitude & X -

, Toward the Writing \
Mean Percent Liking the Task \
{ o More Week or
Time to Write: Class “One Day than Day = HMore
63,9 7.2, - 40,9 58,9
Number of papers "L o
discussed - 12 24 9 .25 .
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N = 15 students ~ i i
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As table 4 shows, students most ofteh reported liking two
k4 T
kings of assignments: those completededuring a class period (and
\ )

thus often less sophisticated), and those for which they were

.

given more than a*day to work, Nearly 60 percent of the time, o

»
P

students reported liking assignments on which they had extended
time to write. On the other hand, the]least favored assignments

were those that 'had to be completed within a day, usually for

L 3

homework. Here, assignments may have ‘required some thought, but

students were not given adequate time -for thinking. .
*®

o When one considers the tight constraints of form, purpose,(

.

and audience that were already operating upon s‘tudents as they-

- 4 wreote, it is»not surprising that the added constraint of time .

affected their attitude toward the task. Consider the in-class

-y

essay illustrated in figure 2, which Sherri~. wrote for her

. ’ .
- advanced placement history class. In the_  time allotted (20

<

* minutes) ;she' was ahle ‘to write only the two and 0ne-half

. ‘paraéraphs reproduced in‘figure 2. Her teacher S .comment was
- e -

that "You should have gotten nfore written givenﬁthe preparation
time and in-class time. It is imperative for yau?to speed up!"
- Sherri, however,' was clearly responding to training about

the form her writing was to take. In the first, crossed-odﬁ
effort, she attempted to‘;pen with a broad stateﬁent'(the opening
\k‘of “the funnel" discussed earlier), then realized that there
Twould not be time to goganywhere with it, and thus, in the second
, draft of the tirst paragraph, collapsed»the f:rst two sentences
. into one.é‘ Even in the second effort, /she stopped to correct
\

lexical 'infelicities. Sherri was extremely disappointed in her

20
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frformance, but given\\:he constraints under which she was

6beratin§,‘ it is surprising that she wds able to produce even
what she did. : .

The .attitudes of our students toward their schqol writing,

-

then, appeared to. be shaped by particular features of that-

o

\

writing. The fact ““that most of their work was done for thq\

teacher as examiner meant that they were less likely to engage
themselves fully in the task--to commit théméelves to a message
and a.form that Qas unjquely theirs, ﬁathér, students kept their
disﬁénce, desighing thev written p}oduct SO as Eo meet the
somewhat strict sﬁecificétions of their audience. , Further, they

met those specifications within tightly constrained time limits,

often having to submit a final version of their work at the sound

‘of a .bell. The effect of these'néonstraints was to remove

students even further from a sense of personal contrq} over 'the
task at hand: With the rules set so rigfdly, therg’was little
student ognership of the product they created--and thﬁs little
commitmént‘tg it. The cumulative impact of the constra}nts plaéed
on sthesé students is shown most clearly'inﬁéﬁe processes they
emplbyed while writing. Those processes will be discussed in the

following section. _ N «

The Writing Process
. In producing a piece of writing for school, students go

L { . .
through several steps, both prior to and during the act of
0

writing itself, These steps fall into three general categories:

¢ : )
generating information, organizing, and drafting. In the first,

genérating information, students go through a period of

19
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. incubation--however brief--in which they con51der the dimensions
of the task and the stnategles they will use for completlng it.

They may read or re-read texts containing the informatioén they

need, consider a thesis around which they can marshal their

\arguments, and search for specific facts or selected quotations

that may help them prove that thesis. 1In tﬁe second, organizing, -

students 5egin to use writing as a tool for shaping their
meésage, writing and re-reading notes, drafting an exploratory
piece in which they attempt to explain the task and its demands
to themselves, or constructing an outline, in whatever form, to
stake out thé order of their presentation. In the third,
drafting, students ma& begin the act of %roducing’text, writéng
ene Oor more rough\drafts untgi the piece takes the form students
want it _ to have. Neither fhe threezeatege:ies nor the steps
within them represent orderly or Sequehtial etages in the writing
procese. Rather, the categories represent a template which caﬁ
be laid over the complex process of comp051ng, allow1ng us to see
more clearly what steps are most often taken as students write.

L 3
Interviews were coded for students' reports of these aspects

>

of the writing process.. From the results in table 5, ﬂe can see

‘the extent to Wthh wrltlng in different subjects encouraged the

v

use of these steps. For example, an average of 64 percent of our

students' reports on social science papers mentioned reading as

- plrt of the writing process, compared with about 36 percent of

the reports on English papers. On the other hand, papers in
English_ "classes were more ,likely to involve thinking and

organizing arournd a thesis than were those from social science

classes. Like students in social- science classes, students in ESL

-~
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Table 5. Writing Processes Reported on Papers for-
Selected Subject Areas o -

Mean Percent of Papers'
| Social -
English- Studies <i/ ESL

AV

Processes
Incubate 35,7 21.6 ) OfO
Read 35%.6 * $63.6

‘Re—fead’ : 9.0 ) 1801

Thesis 37.5 9.5

%}ote ©19.3 14.8

Notes 9.9 31.1

butline . 28.3

Explbratory;”ZS.l
Writing '

Rough Draft 44,5

} Multi-draft 17.2

Papers discussed 129

‘ ag N = 15 students

v




classes tended to report relatively often on reading and note-
taking as part of their writing process, while they did " not .

-~ / R .
report as often on organizing around a thesis, and never»reported

o

on thinking through the task before writing.
., Reports - on out—of—school writing, while few, Showed_ a’ o

difterent‘pattern bf results. Here, students‘seldom read: or took
. *notes as part of the writing procees. Instead, they “reported .
d engaging in exploratory writing more,otten than did ;etudents
reporting on school tasks, and,were much more likelylito go
X s
through several drafts of a piece. A S -

In deneral, better writers took nore steps while writing s ;
than/did poorer writers (table 6). Some 50 percent of the time, T
for example, better ﬁriters reported that they used reaoing as
'.‘ part of the writing process, ‘while‘poorer‘writers made these

reports only 38 percen:>of the time. 'Likewise, better writersr

reported taking notes,} searching for quotatigns, and organizing

around a thesis more often than did poorer writers. On only one

step--outlining--did poorer writers repok¥t more frequently than
_ better., . o ‘

Results from the ESL students showed a somewhat surprising
.patterh. While =~ reporting least frequently on ‘inMubation,
exploratory.writing, re-reading notes, and multiple—drafting——a
function, perhaps, of the the limited time in-qgich(ﬁhey hed to'
work—--they reported more frequently than thé native—speeking
poorer writers on teking noteé, outlining, and broducing a rough
araft. On certain specific steps, in other words, the pattern -
fcfkh ESL students more oloseiy resembled the pattern for better

. , » “ o, , ' = .
writers than it did the pattern for poorer writers.

\/ ol @
B
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Table 6. Relatlonshlps between ertlng Process and-
HWriting Ablllty ) N
Meéan Percent of Papers
. Better ‘ Poorer ESL
o Writers ~  Writers Students
Processes . - . - ST
Incubate - 36.7 35.3 N 20.1
Read L aas 38.5 41,7
. A '
Re-read - © 16.9 ’ 13.3- - 2.7
Thesis 37.7 T22.5 24.2
Otote ) 25,3 6.5 12.1
Notes 23.5 11,4 . 28,2
Outline 20.3 L 26,9 43.6
Exploratory 38.1 '+ 30.2 11.0
Writ¥ng :
v - .
Rough Draft 37.3 36.4  §. 556
Multi-draft 29,2 - 12.8 7.3
Papers discussed 79 syt 82 A 69

LY

. N = 15 students
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These trends may be explarned in one,of two ways. ‘Flrst, it

‘ &
- may be that one of the characteristics of the "better student_ -

writers. was that they had learned tektake specitic gteps in-
' pr¥oducing an a551gnment for school--to go through a rétbgnizable.
. sefles of stages, in whatever sequence,‘ that supported the
wrltang process and eased 1ts constralnts. The poo;;r wrlters,'
in contrast, may not have learned to take these steps--or may notv
oftenﬁ take them--and have become cla551f1ed .as poorerﬁ part}y
because the process is thus renderedrso< dlffleult. "The :EéL
students;_ on  the other hand, "nay‘vhave 'heeni receiving a
supstantial amount of teacher guidinece and support * QUring' the
writing Aprocﬂﬁf. It ‘seems likely that, assignments fer shch
students would be structuréed more.rigidly,r perhaps proceedlng in .
' teacherfdesiénated stepg{ than were a551gnnents for ‘native
speakers."' = | |
‘The sEcond explanation " derives from the nature of
assignments given to students in the three ability groups., We
have seen, for example, that our better Writers and ESLiwriters
= were somewhat more 1likely than poorer writers to[ write for
informational_purposes::to operate from text-based knowledde, and
to write for the teacher as examiner. Since poorer writers more.
- * frequently wrote for themselves or for the teacher within an
instructional dialggue rit seems likely that the Awritingﬁ they
produced for schoo sometimes served a dlfferent, perhaps more
personal function than the writing done by other stwydents. Their
reports on process perhaps refleect that fact.

Yet, to draw the'argument.even tighter, poorer writers may

=
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have besn 'assigned different tasks preéisely becausé ‘they hadf
trouble with the assignments given bgtter students. At the same v
timé, they could not conveniently‘bé.given the instructional
suppo;t prqvidéd to the rélatively*émaller number of»ESﬁ;Studénts
in the ifhool, Thus, for them, the rules of sch601 writiﬁg‘wete
shifted slightly. As poorer writers, they were nét,as frequently .
assigned the types of tasks given to better writérs (who 'boulé4
handfg% them on their own) or to ESL’students. (for whom some
intensive help was é&ailable). Yet when poorer writers wvere -
.éiven such‘tasks,"which still represented the majority of ‘their
~efforts in school, ”they,appéared.to lackythe'process. supports

.~

other students in the sémp;e posséssed.

The ‘prqblems students faced wheqlthey wrote refleéted'fboth
the abilities they brought to the EaSk,aﬁd.the constraintg placed
u?onA them as they composed. As can be seen in_ table 7, ‘ESL
writers most often'repérted d%fficulty with ggammatiéai forms,
and to 5 leésér exteht'wifh generating idéas, Befter students, on
“the other‘hand, repo;ted little trbublégwith word qnd seﬁtenCe
level skills, cinstead;lndiqating that their maﬁor problems were
.inv~generating'idéas, 6rganizing,. and cbnsttucting a‘ thesis--
perhaps because‘they‘were also worried abouﬁ having insufficient
time. (Sherri's inability to write a satisfactory first
’pardgraph in‘Z% minutes reveals how theSe’prob}ems can converge.)
Finally, poofgr writers also reporggd having- trouble with time
‘and with.ééherating ideas, but addipionally indiqeted difficulty

unde:standihg the’ assignments,‘they were given. This may be.




5

Table 7. Student Repdrts of Problems while Writing-

Mean Percent of Papers

Better . Poorer ESL
S Writers % Writers Students
Problem . Hian

Organization 18.6 . 20.7
Grammar . 4,1 62.4
Words 6.3 31.9
Time ‘ 29,2 7.1
Thesis \ 25.7 3.9
Unde{standing ‘ lQ,3 5.0
Generating Ideas  32.5 25.3
Papers discussed . 40 41 39
Number of students 5 6 4
a 4
¢
N
. \ -w
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related to the lack of pre-writing and during-writing support

described earlier.

The relatively high proportion of writers reporting
difficulty with generating ideas may be due to séyeral factors.
First, the somewhat narrow range of purposes available to
students when_ﬁhey wrote for school meant that many of the ideas
they might have had could not be ~included in their school
writing. Second, the organizational form much of their writing
had to . take;-with a thesis statement, elaboration, and
conclusion--may itself have abetted students' inability to
generate ideas. 'i‘

Uﬁder the thesis/support model, the overall argument of;the
essay is to be laid out at the very beginning, showing the reader
exactly where the writer will go, Realizing: this, students
fteqUently reported that the opening paraér;ph gave them the most
trouble, 'Wayne, for”example; a better 1llth grade writer, stated

that
4
The beginning is the most important to me. If it's
not right, it is almost impossible to get anything
else. The thesis is in the first paragraph....I need a
paragraph to prove each point made in the thesis, It
kind of outlines everything for me, '

G

Wayne perceived the first paragraph as ; microcosm of the paper

as a whole, and therefore had to "worry" it until it was " just
, -

right, Yet in focusing so intensely on the first paragraph,‘

Wayne not\éhly determined the direction his essay was to take, he-

eliminated every other direction;‘ Because the first paragraph of

the thesis/support essay requires exactitude, because it js a

microcosm, the paper as a whole is contained within it. Donna,

]
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another' better 1llth grade writer, suggested that she relaxed’ a
little once the thesis éndvghe first paragraph containing it had

\

been constructed:
» 4

The beginning paragraph ends with the thesis
. Sentence, That's just what I want my examples to show.,
Examples are the next three paragraphs. - Each one of
those examples has two or three more examples to show
that that's true. Then the last paragraph is just a
conclusion, restating the thesis. .

'The two uses qﬁ "just" in the above may illustrate Donna's
~attitude toward the process. The fifst seems synonymous with
"exactly," the second with "merely."” Once the first_paragraph is
completed, the rest of the'effort becomeé thé“ more-or-less
mechanical one of filling out a pre—estéblished design.
Conclusions, rather than exploring the implications of the
thesi)$, are simply re-statements of it.
| Because of the time constraints under which they operatéd,
our students could qoﬁ generate ideas through exploratdry
drafts-=-at least they did not frequently report doing so. Rather,
they drafted in a top-downofashion, struggling over the first
paragraph and meving with greater ease th ough thefrest of th?
process. The problem with generating iddas might be’alleviated
were students givensmore time and much more guiéﬁﬁce~as to the
purposes to which writing can be put. ‘Uhfortunayely, neither of
these were available in their school setting.
When students confronted problems--and had sufficient time--
Wthey sometimes sought help. Interviengwere coded for student
réports:of writing éonférehces held with teachers, parents, and

peers, Results by achievement level are presented in table 8.

The patterns here are rather clear. The better and poorer
28
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Table 8. Student Reporté of Conferences about their Writing

(9

‘Hean Percent of Papers

Better Poorer = .= BSL
Writers Writers Students
Discussed with:
Teacher 6.6 19.3 60,7 ;
Parent 65.6 47.4 . 0.0
Peer | 63.3 " 50.7 26.2
' Number of papers 30 - 31 14
Number of students . 5 : 6 . 4
J
5
™~
N | ¢
;\" o S 29




'writers who reported on conferences indicated that they conferred

least often with their teachers and most often with thei%* parents

and Peers. Esﬁ&students, on the other hand,'reported conferring
with their teachers far more often than did wr1ters at the other
achievement levels, indicating the higher level of instructional
support .they received while writing in school. They also
reported conferriﬁg less frequently with parents and peers.

' Why did better and poorer writers fail te confer w}th their
teechers? Time may well have been a factor. ‘ When student
reports of eonferences were comggaed with their reports of time
given for assignments, resdlts‘showed that when studeﬁte were

4 . -
giveg one day or less to work, they reported consulting with

teachers only 16 percent,of the time, whereas when they were

»

given more than a  day, the llkellhood of reporting such a

)

- conference 1ncreased to 31 percent.

Still another factor may have been the students' perception
of the teacher as examiner. Since the teacher is the one who
wiii judge their work, students ﬁay feel hesitant about sharing
work 'in progress. - Sherri explained that conferring with a

teacher made her feel guilty:
L 4
"Then it becomes somehow not my own work and I feel
guilty about it. The paper is how they would have
written it. It would be the1r grade., You're using
someone else's ideas. ) ~

While there may be a sense of compu151on to- accept ideas from a

teacher--and p0551b1y alter one's own-ﬂsuggestlons from parents‘
/

"and peers can be accepted or rejected. Students can thus retain

ownership 'of'the,grade they receive, Whatever the explanation,

it -appears that native-speaking writers in the sample did 'not

LR
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'often‘look to their teacher when confronting problems in writing?

Conclusion

The reshlts.fromqthe anélyses reported in this chapter make
it ciear that discussions of composing processes must incluée not
only descriptions of writers and tﬁeif writing, buf also
descriptions of the environments ip which they first learn and
practiqe their 'skills. Emig (1971) shggegts as much“-when  she
argues that "The first teachers”of composition——by‘giving certain
descriptions ‘of the composfhg process and by evaluating .the
products of student writing by highly sélective Criteria--set
rigid parameters to §£udents', writing behaviors...that the

students find difficult to make more supple."™ Britton eg al.

(1975) go further when they state, "It ma&rwell be that some -of

 the assumptions -about students' writing implicit in varieus

teaéhing methodé will be challengedehen we khow more about (the)
psychological processes (in composing)" and that'"a/start cén be
made by shiﬁting the focus...awvay from the product and on to the
‘process."” ‘

Whethen: the current sta®e of composing research is strong
enough to challenge. traditionél égéehing methods may not be
clear, but what must come clear is the relationship.qétween those
methods andvthé compoging processes of students. ~While studenés
may:ijgge to échool with some attitudes and practices already -in.
place, these attitudes and practices are influenced greatly by
the schooi‘énvironhent. The nature of the writing stud?nts are

asked to produce, thé instructions they are given, and the

erspohse theylreceivejmust have dramatic impact, not only on the

31
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without reference to the schooling which
shapes them may be to isolate an effect from its causé.
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» - written product, but on the writing process as well. To speak of
R composing vprodesses
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